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Ernesto Samper Pizano of the Partido Liberal (PL) assumed the presidency of Colombia on Aug.
7 in Bogota. The new president faces many challenges, mostly related to drugs, violence, and an
appalling human rights situation. Samper is under increasing pressure from the US to crack down
on the drug cartels, and increasing pressure at home to make peace with South America's oldest
guerrilla movement. Samper's inauguration was marked by unusually tight security even for
Colombia, in part due to a major guerrilla offensive underway throughout the country. Some 18,000
police and military personnel provided security throughout the president's swearing-in ceremonies,
during which Samper outlined the central goals of his new administration.
The new president whose election was marred by charges that his campaign received major
contributions from the Cali drug cartel pledged to continue the fight against drug traffickers,
although without foreign interference. "We are combating and we will continue to combat drug
trafficking out of our own conviction," said Samper. "We are committed to that fight because of
the serious harm that drug trafficking has caused Colombian society, because of its impact on our
institutions, and because we share the universal longing that young people should be free from the
threat of drugs."
Among the other goals outlined in his speech, Samper pledged to seek peace with the guerrillas and
to defend human rights. He also promised to increase salaries, to combat crime and delinquency,
and to improve agricultural production. "We are going to demonstrate that it is possible to use
social criteria in carrying out economic policies," said Samper, who acknowledged that 46% of the
population lives in critical poverty. "This administration will be the one that makes great social
strides."
Notwithstanding his promises, Samper will fight an uphill battle on many of the goals laid out in
his inaugural address, especially the commitment to wage war on the drug cartels. Indeed, Samper
must first reestablish his credibility on the drug issue, since he must yet disprove the charges that
the Cali cartel made major contributions to his campaign. In the "narcocassette" scandal, which
began two days after Samper's election, several audio cassettes were made public indicating that the
Cali cartel provided several million dollars to the Samper campaign in exchange for a say in cabinet
appointments.
Although Samper admitted that the cartel had offered US$3 million for his campaign, he insisted
that the money was turned down. However, the scandal has continued to dog the new president.
Because of long-standing suspicions by US officials that the cartels have made major inroads into
Colombian government circles, Samper takes office with Colombian-US relations at a all-time low.
After the release of the cassettes, a US Senate committee passed an amendment, sponsored by Jesse
Helms (Re- NC), to suspend US$60 million in foreign aid until certain conditions were met.
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Although the full Senate defeated that amendment, it passed another on July 28 that tied aid to
Colombia to an improvement in human rights, more effective anti-drug policies, and effective
action against the cartels. In addition, US officials have threatened to exclude Colombia from any
expansion of NAFTA if it does not make headway in jailing the Cali leaders. On Aug. 3, Assistant
Secretary of State Robert Gelbard told the House Inter-American Affairs subcommittee that the
evidence would "cause one to think" that Samper's campaign had received money from the Cali
cartel. Samper has repeatedly denied the charges, and he sent a delegation to the US in July to
convince US government officials that he would crack down on the Cali cartel.
Clearly, however, the imposing presence of the drug cartels in Colombian life will continue to be a
major thorn for Samper throughout his presidency. Despite the dismantling of the Medellin cartel
with the death of Pablo Escobar in Dec. 1993, the amount of land devoted to growing coca leaves,
poppies, and marijuana has doubled in the last two years, and now covers 40,000 hectares. The
Cali cartel now dominates the country's drug trafficking, and controls 80% of the cocaine shipped
to the US and 70% of that shipped to Europe. It is becoming increasingly difficult to deny the farreaching influence exercised by the cartels. On Aug. 4, three days before Samper's inauguration, 21
airport police were fired for allegedly helping to smuggle drugs onto planes at Bogota's international
airport.
On Aug. 5, the deputy commander of the Cali police and 16 senior police officers were fired for
allegedly taking bribes from drug traffickers. And, police officials in Cali said on Aug. 8 that raids
by a joint police-military unit had produced evidence that three politicians and 113 members of
the police force are on the payroll of the Cali cartel. Still, as serious as the drug-cartel problem is,
Colombia's guerrilla organizations may present an even greater challenge to the new government.
Despite the disbanding of several guerrilla groups over the last few years, guerrilla violence
continues to be a major problem. Government officials estimate that there are approximately
10,000-12,000 armed combatants in the rebel umbrella organization Coordinadora Nacional
Guerrillera Simon Bolivar (CNG). The CNG comprises the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN),
the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), and a faction of the Ejercito Popular de
Liberacion (EPL).
The CNG began a major offensive last month, dubbed "So long, Gaviria," to pressure Samper into
negotiating with them . On the day of Samper's inauguration, guerrillas took over several towns;
assassinated the mayor of Salgar, a town near Medellin; and killed six police officers in scattered
rebel attacks. More than 150 rebels and security forces have died in the latest offensive. Although
Samper has said he would only negotiate if the guerrillas disarm and indicate a willingness to
participate in the democratic process, he did appoint a peace commissioner, Carlos Holmes Trujillo,
who will report directly to the president. His main task will be to convince the guerrillas that
Samper's socioeconomic policies make it worthwhile to give up the armed struggle.
On Aug. 9, however, any efforts at resolving the guerrilla conflict were dealt a major setback.
Armed assailants killed Manuel Cepeda Vargas, a senator and leading leftist politician, as he
drove into Bogota. Cepeda was the head of the Partido Comunista de Colombia (PCC), and he
represented both the communists and the Union Patriotica (UP) in the Senate. More than 2,000
members of the UP have been killed in the past 5 years. Right-wing paramilitary are suspected in
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the Vargas assassination, as well as most of the other murders of UP members. All told, violence in
Colombia whether committed by drug traffickers, guerrillas, security forces, right-wing paramilitary
organizations, or common delinquents has left 30,000 Colombians dead in the past year, according to
the Defense Ministry. Human rights organizations rank Colombia as having one of the worst human
rights records in the world.
Meanwhile, just before his inauguration, Samper announced the complete list of cabinet
appointments, which includes several members of the Partido Social Conservador Colombiano
(PSC), plus two women.
Following are the key cabinet appointments:
Foreign Relations...........Rodrigo Pardo Garcia-Pena (Liberal)
Finance...........Guillermo Perry Rubio (Liberal)
Interior..........Horacio Serpa Uribe (Liberal)
Defense...........Fernando Botero Zea (Liberal)
Justice...........Nestor Humberto Martinez (Liberal)
Agriculture.......Antonio Hernandez Gamarra (Liberal)
Development.......Rodrigo Marin Bernal (PSC)
Education.........Arturo Sarabia Better (Liberal)
Mines and Energy..Jorge Eduardo Cook (Liberal)
Labor.............Maria Sol Navia Velasco (PSC)
Foreign Trade.....Daniel Mazuera Gomez (PSC)
Health............Alonso Gomez Duque (Liberal)
Communications....Armando Benedetti Jimeno (Liberal)
Environment.......Cecilia Lopez Montano (Liberal)
Transportation....Juan Gomez Martinez (PSC)

-- End --
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